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Introduction

A university is far more than its buildings of stone and glass, more than the sum of its
faculty and students, and more even than the diplomas it confers or the
accomplishments of its alumni. McGill University, nestled on the slope of Montreal’s
Mount Royal and echoed in the farmlands of Sainte-Anne-de-Bellevue, is a living
institution whose influence transcends time, geography, and discipline. Born of a
singular act of philanthropy by James McGill, a Scottish immigrant who made his
fortune in the fur trade and commerce of early Montreal, it has grown from modest
beginnings into one of the world’s premier academic institutions.

This book traces the remarkable journey of McGill, from its emergence out of the post-
colonial ferment of early nineteenth-century Canada to its position today as a beacon
of research, innovation, and learning. The story begins with James McGill himself: a
merchant, politician, and philanthropist whose life was as complex as the burgeoning
city he helped shape. His will, leaving a substantial estate and endowment to found an
institution “for the purposes of Education and the Advancement of Learning,” set in
motion a legacy that would navigate legal hurdles, social change, and the evolving
ambitions of generations that followed.

Each era in McGill’s history has brought new challenges and triumphs. The first
decades were marked by struggle and slow growth, but also by conviction and
tenacity. The appointment of visionaries like Sir John William Dawson reimagined what
a Canadian university could be, steering McGill through periods of rapid expansion and
transformation. Along the way, the university became a crucible for scientific
discovery, the birthplace of Canada’s first medical faculty, and ground zero for
achievements in fields as diverse as atomic physics, neuroscience, and engineering.

But the rich narrative of McGill is not only about landmark discoveries or eminent
leaders. It is a tapestry interwoven with diverse voices: students and teachers,
benefactors and researchers, athletes and artists. It includes the stories of Black and
Indigenous people whose presence and experiences have too often been omitted from
official accounts, as well as the remarkable women and international students who
found their way to McGill’s halls, enriching its culture and expanding its worldview.
The university’s campuses—urban and rural, historic and modern—serve as both
backdrop and character in this ongoing story, physical manifestations of centuries of
aspiration and achievement.

Today, McGill stands at a crossroads faced by many leading universities: it is anchored

by its traditions yet compelled by a commitment to innovation, inclusivity, and global
citizenship. Its academic programs span the arts and sciences, education and
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engineering, management and medicine, cultivating leaders and changemakers in
every arena. Its impact extends deep into the economy, the social fabric of Quebec
and Canada, and the worldwide networks of alumni and collaborators who shape our
world.

As the pages that follow will reveal, McGill’s legacy is alive in every discovery made in
its laboratories, every debate held in its classrooms, and every life transformed by its
education. It is the story of a university, but also the story of a nation, of generations
striving to learn, to question, and to better their world. This is McGill: the story of a
university.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Vision of James McGill

The story of McGill University, like so many enduring institutions, begins with a man
and a monumental idea. That man was James McGill, a figure whose life, spanning the
latter half of the eighteenth century and the early years of the nineteenth, was deeply
interwoven with the vibrant, often turbulent, fabric of colonial North America. Born in
Glasgow, Scotland, in 1744, McGill arrived on the continent sometime before 1766,
eventually making his way to Montreal by 1775. This burgeoning settlement, a
strategic hub in the fur trade, would become the crucible of his considerable fortune
and the canvas for his philanthropic ambitions.

McGill was, by all accounts, a shrewd and successful merchant. His business acumen
saw him thrive in the lucrative fur trade, and he further diversified his interests
through the importation of goods, a vital enterprise in the growing colony. Yet, his life
was not solely dedicated to commerce. He was a prominent figure in Montreal’s civic
life, serving as a city magistrate, a testament to his standing within the community
and his commitment to its governance. His civic engagement extended to the political
sphere, as he also served as a member of the Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada,
contributing to the nascent political landscape of the province. Moreover, his loyalty
and involvement in the local defense were recognized through his honorary
appointment as a lieutenant colonel of the Montreal Militia. These roles paint a picture
of a man deeply invested in his adopted home, a man of influence and considerable
standing.

However, a complete understanding of James McGill, particularly in the context of the
institution that bears his name, requires acknowledging the complexities of his era.
Like many wealthy individuals of his time, especially those involved in trade and land
ownership, McGill participated in the institution of slavery. Records indicate that his
household enslaved at least five Black and Indigenous people at various times. This
fact, while deeply troubling by modern standards, was a pervasive reality of the
period, and it forms a less comfortable but undeniable part of the historical backdrop
against which McGill’s legacy unfolded.

It was in 1813 that James McGill’s life came to an end, but his death marked not an
ending, but a profound new beginning for education in Canada. His will, a document of
immense foresight and generosity, laid the foundation for what would become McGill
University. The bequest was significant: his sprawling 46-acre "Burnside estate," a
substantial piece of land, coupled with a considerable sum of £10,000. The condition
attached to this munificent gift was clear and unequivocal: the establishment of a
"University or College, for the purposes of Education and the Advancement of Learning
in the said Province," an institution that would forever bear his name, "McGill College."
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This act of posthumous philanthropy was not a sudden impulse but rather the
culmination of a vision. McGill, a man who had seen the raw potential of a young
colony and contributed to its growth, understood the transformative power of
education. He recognized the critical need for a local institution that could foster
intellect, advance knowledge, and, crucially, provide opportunities for the rising
generations within the province. His vision was for a place where learning would be
cultivated, where minds would be sharpened, and where the pursuit of knowledge
would be paramount.

The recipient of this extraordinary bequest was the Royal Institution for the
Advancement of Learning (RIAL). This body, established in 1801 by an Act of the
Legislative Assembly of Lower Canada, had a noble, if initially limited, mandate: to
operate grammar schools in Quebec City and Montreal. The RIAL was designed to
promote non-denominational public education, a progressive ideal for its time, aiming
to provide educational opportunities free from specific religious affiliations. While
legally authorized in 1801, the RIAL was formally instituted in 1819, and it was this
established, albeit still developing, entity that James McGill entrusted with his legacy.
The decision to designate the RIAL as the beneficiary underscored McGill's
commitment to a broader, public educational endeavor.

However, the path from bequest to reality was not without its impediments. Legal
disputes, a common feature in the settlement of large estates, particularly in a
developing legal framework, delayed the full acquisition of the Burnside estate by the
RIAL. These complications meant that the realization of James McGill’s dream would
not be immediate. It would take time, legal maneuvering, and persistent effort before
the land and the funds could be fully utilized for their intended purpose. The Burnside
estate, with its inherent value and potential, remained in a state of legal limbo until
March 1829.

Despite these initial delays, the vision articulated in James McGill’s will remained a
powerful driving force. His foresight in allocating his wealth to education, and
specifically to the creation of a university, set in motion a chain of events that would
profoundly shape the intellectual and cultural landscape of Canada. The very name,
"McGill College," enshrined in his will, ensured that his legacy would endure, forever
linking his identity with the pursuit of learning and the advancement of knowledge in
the province he had come to call home. This foundational act, born from the life and
vision of a Scottish merchant in Montreal, truly marked the genesis of what would
become a globally recognized institution.
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